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Abstract

Our understanding of how bystanders respond to hate speech is limited. This may be

due, in part, to the lack of available measurement tools. However, understanding

adolescents’ responses to hate speech is critical because this kind of research can support

schools in empowering students to exhibit courageous moral behavior. Thus, the purpose

of the present study was to investigate the psychometric properties of the newly

developed Multidimensional Bystander Responses to Hate Speech Scale (MBRHS) and to

explore demographic differences and correlates of bystander behavior in school hate

speech. The sample consisted of 3225 seventh to ninth graders from Germany and

Switzerland. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses supported a model with seven

factors. We found that adolescents with immigrant background and boys showed

particularly unfavorable response patterns. In addition, our study suggests that empathy

is positively correlated with the factors comforting the victim, seeking help at school, and

countering hate speech but negatively correlated with helplessness, revenge, reinforcing, and

ignoring. Moral disengagement showed the opposite correlational pattern. The findings

indicate that the MBRHS is a psychometrically valid and reliable measure that could aid in

measuring varied responses to hate speech. In addition, this work highlights the relevance

of empathy and moral engagement training in anti‐hate speech prevention programs.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Against the background of a more visibly diverse society, racial

prejudices have flourished in Germany over the last few years

(Bundesministerium des Innern und Heimat BMI, 2023). Strongly

related to this is hate speech, which can be understood as a

behavioral component of prejudice. Hate speech can be defined as

any derogatory expression (e.g., words, posts, images, videos)

expressed to cause harm to people (directly or vicariously) based

on actual or assigned group characteristics (e.g., ethnicity, sexual

orientation, religious affiliation; Kansok‐Dusche et al., 2022). The

most common targets of hate speech in German schools are people
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from ethnic minorities and with immigrant background (Castellanos,

Wettstein, Wachs, Kansok‐Dusche, et al., 2023). Therefore, we will

focus on racist hate speech in this study. Research on hate speech is

needed because there is some evidence that hate speech victimiza-

tion can impair adolescents’ well‐being (Krause et al., 2021) and the

classroom climate (Ballaschk et al., 2021). In bullying research, it is

essential to consider bystanders when attempting to understand the

occurrence of bullying in classrooms and to ensure the success of

bullying interventions (Nocentini et al., 2013). In hate speech

research, however, there is no validated scale to capture the variety

of possible bystander responses. Thus, our understanding of the role

of the bystander is limited. To narrow these gaps in the literature, this

study examines the psychometric properties of a newly developed

instrument to measure bystanders’ responses to racist hate speech. It

also explores the demographic differences in bystanders’ responses

and investigates the scale's associations with empathy and moral

disengagement. The findings might help schools create an inclusive

and supportive environment and bring the research field forward by

delivering tools to measure adolescent hate speech.

1.1 | Bystander responses to hate speech

In one study among German adolescents, around 65% of the participants

reported witnessing hate speech in schools at least once within

12 months (Castellanos, Wettstein, Wachs, Kansok‐Dusche, et al., 2023).

And yet, hate speech research has focused solely on the reactions of

adolescents who became targets of hate speech. For example, in a

quantitative study with German adolescents, victims reported that the

most frequent coping strategy to deal with online hate speech was

technical coping, followed by assertiveness, seeking close support,

helplessness/self‐blame, retaliation, and seeking distal advice (Wachs

et al., 2020). In a qualitative study, adolescents reported several responses

to hate speech victimization in schools, such as seeking peer support,

countering hate speech, avoiding people who use hate speech, and

ignoring the incident (Krause et al., 2021).

In bullying research, bystander responses to bullying incidents

have been investigated thoroughly. In their seminal work, Salmivalli

et al. (1996) described various bystander responses to bullying,

including assistants who actively assist the bullies and reinforcers

who remain present and show their support for the bullying through

laughter or cheering. Defenders take action to protect the victimized

individuals or provide support for them, while outsiders remain

passive and do not explicitly indicate approval or disapproval of the

situation. Other scholars distinguish between three common by-

stander responses (e.g., Álvarez‐García et al., 2021; Thornberg

et al., 2022): (1) defender behaviors, which include, for example,

comforting the targeted person, seeking support from peers or

adults, and confronting the perpetrator; (2) pro‐bully behaviors, which

include assisting the perpetrator, or reinforce by laughing about it;

and (3) passive behaviors, which include, for example, ignoring the

incident or feeling helpless about one's ability to do something about

it. Regarding frequencies, a study on bias‐based bullying found that

the most common response of adolescents who witness race‐based

bullying toward immigrants was talking to the victim, followed by

saying something to the aggressor, seeking help from peers and

adults, and not getting involved (Gönültaş & Mulvey, 2021).

1.2 | Differences in bystander responses to hate
speech as a function of demographic variables

Research from related fields (e.g., online hate speech and bullying) have

shown contradicting findings regarding differences in adolescents’

responses to online hate speech victimization as a function of age,

gender, and immigrant background. In terms of age, a study on how

Spanish adolescents cope with online hate speech showed that younger

adolescents were more likely to use social support than older adolescents,

and young adolescents were more likely to feel helpless when dealing

with online hate speech than older adolescents (Gámez Guadix

et al., 2020). In bullying research, studies have revealed either no

association between age and any typical bystander responses (Mazzone

et al., 2016; Shen et al., 2022), a positive relationship between age and

prosocial bystander responses, or a negative link between age and

antisocial bystander behavior (Schultze‐Krumbholz et al., 2018; Yang &

Kim, 2017) and passive bystander behavior (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004;

Schultze‐Krumbholz et al., 2018).

Findings on gender differences in bullying bystanders are

similarly mixed. While some research reported no gender differences

in the three categories of bystander responses outlined above (Shen

et al., 2022), other research has suggested that, respectively, either

boys (Schultze‐Krumbholz et al., 2018) or girls (Mazzone et al., 2016;

Thornberg et al., 2022) were more likely to show defender bystander

behavior. Regarding pro‐bully bystander behavior, research has often

suggested that boys are more likely than girls to engage in this kind of

behavior (Schultze‐Krumbholz et al., 2018; Yang & Kim, 2017), but

there is also research that has not been able to find gender

differences in bystander responses (e.g., Shen et al., 2022).

Evidence shows that bystander responses are often influenced

by individuals’ social group memberships and social identities. For

example, one study showed that adolescents without immigrant

background were less likely than adolescents with immigrant back-

ground to intervene in bias‐based bullying when the target was a

peer with an immigrant background (Gönültaş & Mulvey, 2021).

Another study revealed that bystanders without immigrant back-

ground were more likely to intervene prosocially when the excluded

peer had no immigrant background, but bystanders with immigrant

background showed defender bystander behavior regardless of the

excluded peer's immigrant background (Palmer et al., 2022).

1.3 | Empathy, moral disengagement, and
bystander responses to hate speech

Empathy and moral withdrawal have often been highlighted in the

context of prosocial and antisocial behavior. Empathy can be defined as

2 | WACHS ET AL.
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the ability to understand and feel the cognitive and affective experiences

of others (Batson, 2009). Empathy is crucial in prosocial and antisocial

behavior, intolerance, and prejudice (Boag & Carnelley, 2016; Pettigrew &

Tropp, 2008). In hate speech research, higher levels of empathy are

negatively associated with online and offline hate speech perpetration

and the acceptance of online hate speech (Castellanos, Wettstein, Wachs,

& Bilz, 2023; Celuch et al., 2022; Wachs, Bilz, et al., 2022). In addition to

this, people with high levels of empathy are more likely to perceive hate

speech as harmful (Cowan & Khatchadourian, 2003). While there is a lack

of studies investigating bystander responses to hate speech in school

settings, several studies have examined the links between empathy and

bystander responses to (bias‐based) traditional bullying and cyberbullying.

These studies found unequivocally that empathy was positively related to

defender reactions in favor of the targeted person (Álvarez‐García

et al., 2021; Gönültaş & Mulvey, 2022; Shen et al., 2022; Yang &

Kim, 2017) and negatively correlated with‐pro‐bully or passive bystander

behavior (Álvarez‐García et al., 2021; Gönültaş &Mulvey, 2022; Schultze‐

Krumbholz et al., 2018; Shen et al., 2022; Yang & Kim, 2017). Hence, it

can be assumed that more empathic adolescents are better able to show

compassion to the targeted person and, thus, are more willing to show

defender bystander responses and less likely to display antisocial or

passive bystander behavior in response to hate speech.

Moral disengagement refers to the selective or total deactivation

of several socio‐cognitive mechanisms that serve as a strategy to

reduce guilt and self‐censoring emotions, thus allowing people to

justify their harmful behavior toward others (Bandura et al., 1996).

Mechanisms that enable moral disengagement include justification

through attributing blame to the target, dehumanizing the target,

distorting the negative consequences for the target, minimizing

agency, and cognitive restructuring (Bandura et al., 1996). Initial

research has shown that people with high levels of moral

disengagement are more likely to perpetrate online hate speech

and perceive this behavior as acceptable (D'Errico & Paciello, 2018;

Wachs et al., 2022). Like empathy, moral disengagement is related to

various bystander responses to traditional bullying and cyberbullying.

Specifically, this research showed that moral disengagement is

negatively related to defending in favor of the victim and positively

associated with pro‐bully or passive bystander behavior (Killer

et al., 2019; Raboteg‐Šaric, 2019; Shen et al., 2022; Thornberg

et al., 2022). Hate speech bystanders with high moral disengagement

might, thus, be less likely to consider the suffering that hate speech

inflicts on others, more likely not to feel burdened by self‐sanctions,

and less concerned about moral reasoning because of moral

disengagement. Therefore, it can be assumed that adolescents who

feel morally disengaged might be less likely to show prosocial

bystander responses but more likely to exhibit antisocial and passive

bystander behavior than adolescents who do not.

1.4 | The present study

Bearing in mind the scant availability of scales for measuring

bystander responses to hate speech that yields reliable and valid

scores, the present study's first aim was to investigate the validity

and reliability of a new multidimensional scale to measure bystander

responses to hate speech among students. The second aim was to

examine measurement invariance and investigate latent mean

differences as a function of grade, gender, and immigrant back-

ground. Given the contradicting findings of previous research in

related research areas, exploring demographic differences is neces-

sarily exploratory. The third aim was to examine the relationship

between empathy, moral disengagement, and the MBRHS.

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Participants

The present sample is based on 3225 adolescents (approximately

between 12 and 15 years old) from Germany (n = 1841; 57.1%) and

Switzerland (n = 1384; 42.9%). Participants were in grades 7–9

(seventh grade: 33.2%, n = 1070; eighth grade: 35.6%, n = 1147;

ninth grade: 31.3%, n = 1008). In terms of gender, 46.1% (n = 1487)

self‐identified as boys, 51.7% (n = 1668) as girls, 2% (n = 64) as gender

diverse, and 0.2 (n = 6) did not indicate their gender. Regarding

immigrant background, 40.3% (n = 1301) had an immigrant back-

ground, and 59.7% (n = 1924) did not have an immigrant background.

In total, 30.8% (n = 994) of students reported living in families of low

affluence, 35.8% (n = 1155) in families of medium affluence, and

32.4% (n = 1046) in families of high affluence. For 0.9% (n = 30) of all

participants, socioeconomic status (SES) could not be established due

to missing values.

2.2 | Measures

2.2.1 | Bystander responses to racist hate speech

Participants were presented with a vignette that described a hate

speech incident, which read as follows: “Please imagine the following

situation: At your school, a student publicly makes insulting

statements about people of a certain skin color or origin.” Then the

participants were asked: “What would you do in the situation

described, or what have you done if you have experienced such a

situation before?” Following this question, participants were asked to

rate 21 items (see Table 2). All items could be answered on a five‐

point response scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly

agree.”

2.2.2 | Empathy and moral disengagement toward
hate speech

Empathy and moral disengagement toward hate speech was

measured with two scales developed by Knauf et al. (2018). We

adapted this instrument by referring to hate speech in the scale's

WACHS ET AL. | 3
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introduction: “When I see classmates being insulted or attacked by

other classmates because of their skin color, origin, religion, sexual

orientation, or gender….” For empathy, six items were used (e.g., I

realize how badly they are doing; it hurts me, too). For moral

disengagement, nine items were used (e.g., I figure it's their fault; I

assume they deserve no better). All items could be rated on a five‐point

scale from “absolutely disagree” to “absolutely agree.” McDonald's ω

indicated good reliabilities for moral disengagement 0.90 and

empathy 0.91.

Demographic variables

Participants were asked to identify their grades and gender (boy, girl,

gender diverse). The immigrant background was assessed by asking

whether the participant or one of their parents was born in a country

other than Germany or Switzerland. SES was measured using the

Family Affluence Scale (FAS; Hartley et al., 2016). A composite FAS

score calculated an individual FAS category for each participant (i.e.,

low, medium, and high SES). The country of origin was assigned after

data cleaning.

2.3 | Procedure and sampling technique

2.3.1 | Sampling procedure

After obtaining ethical approval for the current study from the

University of Potsdam Ethics Committee, data were collected between

October 2020 and April 2021 via a tablet‐based questionnaire in

Germany and online surveys in Switzerland. In Germany, an acquisition

pool of sample schools was composed of the federal state of Berlin and

Brandenburg, with the type of school (e.g., grammar secondary school

[Gymnasium] or nonacademic‐track secondary school [Realschule]) being

stratified and randomized using the probability‐proportional‐to‐size

scheme (Yates & Grundy, 1953). In Switzerland, the acquisition pool of

sample schools was designed using a contrastive sampling scheme

based on high/low immigrant background and rural/urban geography.

From the resulting acquisition pools, 100 schools (Germany: n = 76;

Switzerland: n= 24) were informed via phone calls and e‐mails that they

had been randomly selected to participate in the study. Acquisition

stopped as soon as the sampling plans were fulfilled. In total, 40 schools

(Germany: n= 18; Switzerland: n = 22) agreed to participate. The

participation rate at the school level was 40% in the whole sample

(Germany: 24%; Switzerland: 92%).

In the present study, seventh‐, eighth‐, and ninth‐grade students

were asked to participate in the survey. This age group was chosen

because research showed that related phenomena (e.g., bullying

perpetration) were most prevalent during that time among students

in Germany (Fischer et al., 2020). In Germany, two randomly selected

classes per grade were invited. In Switzerland, all available classes

across grades 7–9 were invited. In addition, Swiss students in mixed

grades were also asked to take part. In total, 264 school classes were

invited to participate in the study (Germany: 106; Switzerland: 158).

Of these, 236 took part in the study (Germany: n = 98; Switzerland:

n = 138). The response rate at the classroom level was 89% for the

whole sample (Germany: 92%; Switzerland: 87%).

Overall, 5836 students (Germany: n = 2495; Switzerland:

n = 3341) were invited to participate in the current study, and 3560

students participated (Germany: n = 1841; Switzerland: n = 1719).

The response rate at the student level was 61% for the whole sample

(Germany: 74%; Switzerland: 51%). In total, 335 Swiss students from

mixed classrooms in four schools were excluded from the analyses

because being in classrooms with mixed grades was confounded with

being Swiss. Additional information on the sampling procedure in

Germany can be found in the Supporting Information Materials.

2.3.2 | Scale development procedure

Step 1: We conducted 55 qualitative interviews with 10th graders

from seven schools in Germany, who were diverse in terms of gender

and ethnicity, to investigate their experiences with and perception of

hate speech. To understand adolescents’ reactions when witnessing

hate speech, we asked the following questions: “What did you do

when you witnessed hate speech among your classmates?”, “What is

the appropriate way for you to address hate speech?”, “What did

your classmates do when hate speech occurred?” Before asking these

questions, a definition of hate speech was presented to them to

increase the validity of their responses. Parallel to that, we reviewed

existing research instruments that measured adolescents’ reactions

to online hate speech, discrimination, and bullying. Step 2: Based on

the findings of the qualitative study and the review of existing

instruments, we developed the first version of the Multidimensional

Bystander Responses to Hate Speech Scale (MBRHS), which

encompassed seven subscales with 21 items. Step 3: The newly

developed instrument was critically evaluated within the research

group and revised accordingly. We then conducted a pre‐test

questionnaire with German students in grades 7–9 (N = 75) to help

determine whether students understood the items as intended. Step

4: Based on the feedback given by the students and researchers, the

wording of the items was simplified, and we finalized the question-

naire and used the resulting version to survey the participants of the

present study.

2.4 | Data analyses

2.4.1 | Power analysis

A priori conducted power analysis with G*Power (Faul et al., 2007)

revealed that to detect small to medium correlational effect sizes, the

present study needed a sample consisting of at least 782 participants

(α = .05, Power = 0.80). Based on the hierarchical structure of the

sample and expected nonresponse rate, the resulting minimal sample

size was N = 1944 students in 108 classes at 18 schools (Teerenstra

et al., 2010). Accordingly, the present sample size was sufficient to

investigate the research questions.

4 | WACHS ET AL.
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2.4.2 | Missing data analysis

Overall, missing data were between 1.1% (n = 35; ignoring and 1.4%,

n = 46; revenge). Little's Missing Completly at Random test revealed

that data were not missing at random (χ2 = 137.91 df = 82; p < .001).

Hence, the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimator in

Mplus was used to address missing data.

2.4.3 | Main analyses

Before conducting the analyses, the full sample (N = 3225) was

randomly split into two subsamples. Splitting the sample allows for a

rigorous examination of the factor structure by validating the findings

across independent subsamples. The first subsample (n = 1613) was

used for the exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to identify the best‐

fitting model and determine the most interpretable solution. The EFA

was employed to better understand the data structure, considering

that the MBRHS instrument is newly developed and its factor

structure has not been examined yet. Although we had a priori

assumptions about a seven‐factor structure, EFA is deemed more

appropriate at the initial stage of developing a new scale in case there

may be unexpected but substantively meaningful factors or

unexpected cross‐loadings (Flora & Flake, 2017). To ensure accuracy,

we employed the Maximum Likelihood estimator (MLR) with robust

standard errors as the estimation method to adjust for the

nonnormality and nonindependence of observations. Given

the theoretical correlation between the scale items, we employed

the Geomin (oblique) rotation method. Determining the number of

factors retained was based on using the Kaiser criterion (eigenvalue >

1), comparing the goodness‐of‐fit indices for each model obtained in

the EFA, and interpreting the theoretical meaningfulness of each

factor solution (Clark & Bowles, 2018; Finch, 2020).

The second subsample (n = 1612) was utilized for conducting

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to evaluate the model fit based on

the structure derived from the EFA. This analysis aimed to assess the

goodness of fit of the factor structure identified in the previous EFA.

The model fit was examined in the EFA and CFA by considering the

following fit indices: comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis Index

(TLI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and

standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). The quality of the

model fit was evaluated using typical cutoff scores reflecting good

and adequate fit of the data, respectively: CFI and TLI > 0.95 and

0.90; RMSEA < 0.06 and 0.08, and SRMR < 0.10 and 0.05 (Hu &

Bentler, 1999).

Using the full sample, composite reliability (CR) and construct

reliability (McDonald's ω) were investigated to analyze reliability. If

the subscale had only two items, we used the Spearman–Brown

correlation as a reliability indicator (Eisinga et al., 2013). For all

reliability tests, we used 0.70 as a benchmark value for acceptable

reliability (Hair et al., 2010).

Based on the full sample, we then conducted a series of multi‐

group confirmatory factor analyses (MGCFA) with MLR to analyze

the measurement invariance of the MBRHS between grades, gender,

and immigrant background. To compare nested models (i.e., EFA,

MGCFA), changes in goodness‐of‐fit indices were evaluated using

Chen's (2007) recommendation, according to which decreases in

ΔCFI > 0.010 and increases in ΔRMSEA > 0.015 indicate that the

assumption of measurement invariance is not met. Cohen's d was

used to measure effect sizes for latent factor means. Cohen's d was

calculated by dividing the difference between factor means by the

pooled factor standard deviation (Lakens, 2013). To evaluate the

effect sizes, the typical cutoffs were used: d = 0.2 (small), d = 0.5

(medium), and d = 0.8 (large; Cohen, 1988). Finally, latent correlations

were examined to investigate the associations between empathy,

moral disengagement, and the MBRHS. All analyses were conducted

using Mplus version 8.7 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012–2021).

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | EFA, CFA, and reliability of the MBRHS

Using subsample 1, the EFA showed that seven factors had an

eigenvalue > 1 (4.38, 3.31, 2.42, 1.83, 1.36, 1.29, 1.09), while the

eighth factor had an eigenvalue < 1 (0.74), indicating that seven

factors should be retained. Comparing the model fits obtained in the

EFAs showed that the six‐ to eight‐factor structure fit the data well

(see Table 1). The increase in CFI and TLI of the seven‐factor model

compared with the six‐factor model was >0.010, and the decrease in

RMSEA was >0.015, suggesting that the seven‐factor model was

significantly better than the six‐factor model. Comparing the seven‐

and eight‐factor models revealed that the increase in CFI and TLI was

<0.010 and the decrease in RMSEA < 0.015, indicating that the eight‐

factor model did not fit the data better than the seven‐factor model.

Therefore, we finally fixed extraction to seven factors, and based on

the content of items, we named the subscales as follows comforting

the victim, seeking help at school, countering hate speech, helplessness,

revenge, reinforcing, and ignoring (Table 1).

All items across the seven factors of the MBRHS and factor

loadings are presented in Table 2. No unexpected cross‐loadings

were observed. We then run a CFA with the proposed seven factors

with subsample 2 (n = 1612). The seven‐factor model provided an

acceptable model fit, χ2 = 723.29, df = 168, p < .001, CFI = 0.955,

TLI = 0.944, RMSEA = 0.042 [0.039, 0.045], SRMR = 0.041. All stan-

dardized factor loadings were significant (p < .001) and ranged

between 0.50 and 0.89 (see Table 2). The seven‐factor model also

provided in the full sample an acceptable model fit, χ2 = 1407.71,

df = 168, p < .001, CFI = 0.956, TLI = 0.945, RMSEA = 0.048 [0.046,

0.050], SRMR = 0.041 (the factor loading can be found in Supporting

Information: Table S1).

Based on the full sample, the CR was 0.84 for comforting the

victim, 0.85 for seeking help at school, 0.82 for countering hate speech,

0.84 for revenge, 0.65 for reinforcing, 0.77 for helplessness, and 0.77

for ignoring. The McDonald's ω was 0.84 for comforting the victim,

0.85 for seeking help at school, 0.81 for countering hate speech, 0.84

WACHS ET AL. | 5
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TABLE 1 Fit indices for exploratory models of the MBRHS.

Model χ2 (df) p RMSEA [C.I. 90%] ΔRMSEA CFI ΔCFI SRMR

1 Factor 6395.67 (189) <.001 0.145 [0.142, 0.148] 0.416 0.135

2 Factors 4378.99 (169) <.001 0.126 [0.123, 0.130] −0.019 0.604 0.188 0.093

3 Factors 2989.06 (150) <.001 0.110 [0.107, 0.114] −0.016 0.733 0.129 0.061

4 Factors 1746.21 (132) <.001 0.089 [0.085, 0.092] −0.021 0.848 0.115 0.047

5 Factors 1273.62 (115) <.001 0.080 [0.076, 0.084] −0.009 0.891 0.043 0.036

6 Factors 415.63 (99) <.001 0.045 [0.041, 0.050] −0.035 0.970 0.079 0.021

7 Factors 155.22 (84) <.001 0.023 [0.017, 0.029] −0.022 0.993 0.023 0.011

8 Factors 109.27 (70) <.001 0.019 [0.012, 0.026] −0.004 0.996 0.003 0.008

Abbreviations: χ2, chi‐square test of model fit; df, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; ΔCFI, change in CFI compared with the previous model
above; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; ΔRMSEA, change in RMSEA.

TABLE 2 Factor loadings of the seven‐factor solution of the MBRHS in EFA (subsample 1) and CFA (subsample 2).

Items

Factor
EFA

CFA1 2 3 4 5 6 7

COM1 I stand by the person who is the target of hate speech. 0.622 –0.038 0.031 –0.038 0.076 0.019 –0.085 0.624

COM2 I comfort the person who is the target of hate speech. 0.877 0.001 0.012 0.007 –0.026 –0.004 0.010 0.892

COM3 I ask the person who is the target of hate speech if I could
help them.

0.852 0.051 0.002 –0.006 –0.029 –0.026 0.027 0.891

SEEK1 I ask classmates if they can help me to do something about it. 0.165 0.560 0.154 0.064 –0.032 –0.042 –0.031 0.768

SEEK2 I'll report the incident to the school. –0.018 0.778 0.073 –0.035 0.021 –0.020 –0.007 0.711

SEEK3 I ask my teachers if they can help me to do something about it. 0.008 0.962 –0.034 –0.020 0.011 –0.014 0.026 0.741

COUN1 I say to the person that such statements are hurtful. –0.040 0.030 0.838 –0.042 –0.050 0.113 –0.079 0.819

COUN2 I urge the person to stop doing it. 0.016 0.005 0.824 0.103 –0.049 –0.017 0.007 0.846

COUN3 I try to get the person to think by asking specific questions. 0.049 –0.021 0.707 –0.067 0.161 –0.077 0.012 0.697

COUN4 I am saying that the person is spreading false information
(“fake news”).

0.082 0.042 0.586 0.059 0.147 –0.033 0.042 0.495

REVE1 I insult the person who carried out hate speech. 0.002 –0.110 0.067 0.737 0.065 –0.009 0.011 0.589

REVE2 I take revenge with others or alone on the person who uttered
hate speech.

–0.005 –0.002 –0.021 0.920 –0.011 –0.019 0.028 0.856

REVE3 I threaten the person who uttered hate speech with violence. 0.021 0.045 –0.046 0.525 0.199 0.033 –0.054 0.720

REIN1 I laugh at the statement. –0.086 –0.031 0.022 0.019 0.716 –0.036 0.060 0.790

REIN2 I cheer on the person making hate speech. 0.075 –0.003 –0.076 0.103 0.476 0.070 –0.009 0.852

REIN3 I observe the situation because I find it funny. –0.012 0.058 0.001 0.059 0.525 0.048 –0.033 0.750

HELP1 I don't know what to do. 0.048 0.065 –0.008 0.029 –0.082 0.728 –0.060 0.781

HELP2 I don't do anything because I don't want to make it worse. –0.008 –0.019 0.019 –0.008 0.036 0.752 0.080 0.500

HELP3 I don't do anything because I can't change anything about it. –0.043 –0.056 –0.029 –0.024 0.184 0.634 0.087 0.598

IGN1 I just ignore it. 0.007 –0.059 –0.034 –0.050 0.047 0.048 0.729 0.829

IGN2 I try not to think about it. –0.011 0.059 0.013 0.047 –0.034 0.007 0.844 0.709

Note: Primary loadings for each observed variable are in bold. COM, Comforting the victim; SEEK, Seeking help at school; COUN, Countering hate speech;
REVE, Revenge; REIN, Reinforcing; HELP, Helplessness; IGN, Ignoring.
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for revenge, 0.65 for reinforcing, and 0.77 for helplessness. The

Spearman‐Brown correlation between the two‐item subscale ignoring

was 0.76, p < .001.

3.2 | Frequencies of bystander responses to hate
speech

The three most frequently endorsed responses (combined: somewhat

agree and totally agree) in the full sample were: “I ask my teachers if

they could help me to do something about it” (SEEK3; 61.2%), “I

comfort the person against whom the hate speech was targeted”

(COM2; 59.9%), and “I urge the person to stop doing it” COUN2;

59.2%). The three least frequently endorsed responses were: “I

threaten the person who used hate speech with violence” (REV3;

5.7%), “I laugh at the statement” (REIN1; 6.5%), and “I cheer on the

person making hate speech” (REIN2; 6.9%; see Supporting Informa-

tion: Table S1). Comforting the victim (M = 3.55, SD = 1.17) was the

most frequently endorsed subscale, followed by countering hate

speech (M = 3.29, SD = 1.05), ignoring (M = 2.74, SD = 1.14), seeking

help at school (M = 2.69, SD = 1.18), helplessness (M = 2.25, SD = 0.98),

revenge (M = 1.81, SD = 0.98), and reinforcing (M = 1.65, SD = 0.78; see

Table 4).

3.3 | Measurement invariance testing and
differences as a function of demographics

The results of the measurement invariance testing with the full

sample are reported in Table 3. Considering changes in goodness‐of‐

fit indices for grade, gender, and immigrant background, no

substantial reduction (i.e., ΔCFI > 0.010 and ΔRMSEA > 0.015) in

model fit was found between the configural and metric invariance

model and between the metric and scalar invariance model. These

findings indicate scalar measurement invariance of the MBRHS

across these groups and imply that latent means can be compared

across those groups. Additional invariance testing (i.e., for SES and

country of origin), which was not the main focus of the present study,

is presented in the Supporting Information: Table S2.

3.3.1 | Grade

The scalar measurement invariance model (Model 1, Table 3) was

used to compare latent means across grades. Results showed that

ninth graders showed lower means in comforting the victim than

eighth graders (p < .001, d = −0.16) and seventh graders (p < .001,

d = −0.25). Likewise, ninth graders reported lower means in seeking

help at school compared with eighth graders (p < .001, d = −0.26) and

seventh graders (p < .001, d = −0.53). In addition, eighth graders

reported lower means of seeking help at school than seventh graders

(p < .001, d = −0.39). Finally, ninth graders reported higher means in

reinforcing compared with eighth graders (p = .003, d = 0.11).

3.3.2 | Gender

The scalar measurement invariance model (Model 2, Table 3) was

used to compare latent means between girls and boys. Results

showed that, compared with boys, girls reported higher means in

TABLE 3 Measurement Invariance Testing of the MBRHS across Grade, Gender, and Immigrant Background.

Models χ2 (df) p RMSEA ΔRMSEA CFI ΔCFI
Invariance rule
accepted

Model 1: Grade

Configural 1836.75 (504) <.001 0.050 0.953

Metric 1874.38 (530) <.001 0.049 −0.001 0.952 −0.001 Yes

Scalar 1982.30 (558) <.001 0.049 0.000 0.949 −0.003 Yes

Model 2: Gender

Configural 1611.94 (336) <.001 0.049 0.952

Metric 1682.85 (349) <.001 0.049 0.000 0.949 −0.003 Yes

Scalar 1884.17 (363) <.001 0.052 0.003 0.943 −0.006 Yes

Model 3: Immigrant background

Configural 1559.82 (336) <.001 0.048 0.956

Metric 1570.97 (349) <.001 0.047 −0.001 0.956 0.000 Yes

Scalar 1632.89 (363) <.001 0.047 0.000 0.954 –0.002 Yes

Abbreviations: χ2, chi‐square test of model fit; df, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; ΔCFI, change in CFI compared with the weaker
measurement invariance model above; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; ΔRMSEA, change in RMSEA compared to the weaker

measurement invariance model above.
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comforting the victim (p < .001, d = 0.68), seeking help at school

(p < .001, d = 0.37), and countering hate speech (p < .001, d = 0.39).

Compared with boys, girls reported lower means in revenge

(p < .001, d = −0.54), reinforcing (p < .001, d = −0.52), and ignoring

(p < .001, d = −0.17).

3.3.3 | Immigrant background

The scalar measurement invariance model (Model 3, Table 3) was

used to compare latent means between adolescents with and without

an immigrant background. Results showed that, compared with

adolescents without an immigrant background, adolescents with an

immigrant background reported lower means in comforting the victim

(p < .001, d = −0.09), seeking help at school (p < .001, d = −0.14), and

countering hate speech (p < .001, d = −0.09). In comparison to those

without an immigrant background, adolescents with an immigrant

background reported higher means in revenge (p < .001, d = 0.31),

reinforcing (p < .001, d = 0.22), and ignoring (p < .001, d = 0.17).

3.4 | Associations between empathy, moral
disengagement, and bystander responses to racist
hate speech

As shown in Table 4, empathy toward victims of hate speech was

positively correlated with comforting the victim (r = .69, p < .001),

seeking support at school (r = .51, p < .001), and countering hate speech

(r = .57, p < .001), while being negatively correlated with revenge

(r = −.18 p < .001), reinforcing (r = −.41, p < .001), helplessness (r = −.16,

p < .001), and ignoring (r = −.22, p < .001). Conversely, moral dis-

engagement was negatively correlated with comforting the victim

(r = −.47, p < .001), seeking support at school (r = −.32, p < .001), and

countering hate speech (r = −.40, p < .001), while being positively

correlated with revenge (r = .35, p < .001), reinforcing (r = .64, p < .001),

helplessness (r = .34, p < .001), and ignoring (r = .36, p < .001).

4 | DISCUSSION

Despite the growing number of research studies dealing with hate

speech among adolescents, there is a lack of psychometrically sound

instruments to measure bystander responses to hate speech. Hence,

the present study aimed to shed light on the little understood role of

bystanders in hate speech by (a) validating the scores from an

instrument to measure bystander responses to racist hate speech

among adolescents in schools, (b) testing measurement invariance

and exploring latent mean differences in the various responses, and

(c) investigating the relationships between empathy, moral dis-

engagement, and bystander responses to hate speech.

4.1 | Psychometric properties, frequencies of
bystander responses, and latent mean differences

The current study demonstrated that the MBRHS has good

psychometric properties. EFA and CFA indicated that a model with

seven factors could be confirmed. In addition to this, the analyses

confirmed the validity and reliability of the MBRHS scores. These

findings support the multidimensional nature of bystander response

to hate speech among adolescents. That is, different reactions of

bystanders can be identified and differentiated.

The subscale that received the highest rating was comforting the

victim, followed by countering hate speech, ignoring, seeking help at

school, helplessness, revenge, and reinforcing. These findings are

comparable to research on coping with online hate speech victimiza-

tion and bystander responses to bias‐based bullying (Gámez Guadix

et al., 2020; Gönültaş & Mulvey, 2021; Wachs et al., 2020). While the

finding that two out of the three most frequently endorsed responses

are prosocial is encouraging, this study also showed that ignoring was

the third most reported response. The latter result, in combination

with the fact that seeking help in school was seldom endorsed,

presents a substantial challenge for schools responsible for the

welfare of adolescents because such inaction can lead to personal

TABLE 4 Descriptives and latent correlation matrix of the MBRHS, empathy, and moral disengagement.

Variable M (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.

1. Comforting the victim 3.55 (1.17) –

2. Seeking help at school 2.69 (1.18) 0.56* –

3. Countering hate speech 3.29 (1.05) 0.61* 0.64* –

4. Revenge 1.81 (0.98) −0.13* −0.11* −0.06** –

5. Reinforcing 1.65 (0.78) −0.36* −0.22* −0.25* 0.64* –

6. Helplessness 2.25 (0.98) −0.19* −0.21* −0.39* 0.03 0.26* –

7. Ignoring 2.74 (1.14) −0.23* −0.26* −0.34* 0.08* 0.27* 0.48* –

8. Empathy 3.63 (0.96) 0.69* 0.51* 0.57* −0.18* −0.41* −0.16* −0.22* –

9. Moral disengagement 1.99 (0.77) −0.47* −0.32* −0.40* 0.35* 0.64* 0.34* 0.36* −0.56* –

*p < .001; **p < .05.
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distress and health issues in bystanders (Bistrong et al., 2019). Hence,

further research is needed to understand which barriers adolescents

perceive as potentially explaining this kind of inactivity.

Testing multigroup measurement invariance of the MBRHS

revealed strong evidence for scalar measurement invariance for

grade, gender, and immigrant background, indicating an agreement

on how bystander responses manifest between those groups. In

addition to this, several differences were found in bystander

responses as a function of demographic variables. Differences by

grade were mainly small in magnitude but clearly showed that,

compared with eighth and seventh graders, ninth graders reported

lower means of supporting the victim and seeking help at school.

Possible explanations for these differences might be that older

adolescents are more likely to believe that victims of hate speech

should be able to solve their problems independently and thus

underestimate the negative consequences of hate speech. This idea is

partially supported by research showing that older adolescents were

more likely to play down the effects of race‐based humor than

younger adolescents (Mulvey et al., 2016). In addition, older students

might be more reluctant to intervene, as they believe that even

indirect interventions (e.g., comforting the victim) could make them a

target and harm their social status among peers (Mulvey et al., 2016).

Older adolescents’ tendency to conform to specific hate speech‐

endorsing norms within the classroom might also explain why ninth

graders reported reinforcing hate speech more frequently than eighth

graders. Indeed, several studies have shown that peer pressure and

social norms play a significant role in understanding classroom hate

speech dynamics (Ballaschk et al., 2021; Wachs, Wettstein,

et al., 2022). Overall, these findings are aligned with previous

research on bullying that suggested that the action of defending a

victim decreased with age and that of reinforcing the bully increased

(Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Schultze‐Krumbholz et al., 2018) but not

with other research (e.g., Mazzone et al., 2016).

Gender differences were generally very moderate in magnitude

and revealed a systematic pattern. More specifically, girls reported

higher means for comforting the victim, seeking help at school, and

countering hate speech, and lower means for revenge and reinforcing

than boys. Girls also reported higher means than boys in ignoring.

That is to say, girls showed a more positive response pattern to hate

speech than boys. These findings also support traditional gender

stereotypes in bystander behavior, which have been highlighted in

related research on aggression and bullying, in which girls show more

prosocial behavior than boys (Busching & Krahé, 2020; Mazzone

et al., 2016; Yun & Graham, 2018), whereas boys show more pro‐

bully behavior than girls (Mazzone et al., 2016; Quenneville

et al., 2022). This study suggests that gender‐specific bystander

behavior might also be found concerning hate speech.

Although the differences by immigrant background were

generally very small in magnitude, the findings revealed that

adolescents with immigrant background showed systematically

higher values in challenging responses and lower means in socially

desirable responses. More specifically, when compared with adoles-

cents with immigrant background, those without immigrant

background reported higher levels of comforting the victim, seeking

support at school, and countering hate speech. In addition, students

without immigrant background reported lower levels of revenge,

reinforcing, and ignoring. Young people with immigrant background

often experience structural discrimination in German and Swiss

schools (Gomolla, 2021). Such experiences can manifest in the belief

that these students do not feel as if they are supported by teachers,

which might explain why they are less likely to seek help, feel more

helpless, and seek out revenge. The fear of becoming the next target

when actively standing up against hate speech might also increase

the likelihood of passive bystanding in students with an immigration

background and the fact that they are less likely to report prosocial

responses. The findings of the present study are inconsistent with

research that suggests that adolescents without immigrant back-

ground showed lower odds of intervening in bias‐based bullying

when the target had an immigrant background (Gönültaş &

Mulvey, 2021) and that adolescents without an immigrant back-

ground are more likely to intervene when the excluded peer also has

no immigrant background (Palmer et al., 2022). An alternative

explanation that needs further investigation is that the cultural

context might explain these differences between previous research

and our findings.

4.2 | Associations between empathy, moral
disengagement, and bystander responses

We found evidence that empathy is positively correlated with

comforting the victim, seeking help at school, and countering hate

speech but negatively associated with revenge, reinforcing, helpless-

ness, and ignoring. The strongest correlation was found with

comforting the victim, which seems reasonable as empathy may well

be a prerequisite for this kind of response. The weakest correlation

was found with helplessness, which might be explained by the fact

that other factors (e.g., self‐efficacy) might be more relevant in

understanding bystanders’ helplessness in response to hate speech.

Overall, our findings are in line with research on (bias‐based)

traditional bullying and cyberbullying (e.g., Álvarez‐García et al., 2021;

Gönültaş & Mulvey, 2022; Schultze‐Krumbholz et al., 2018).

Moral disengagement was negatively correlated with comforting

the victim, seeking help at school, and countering hate speech, but

positively correlated with revenge, reinforcing, helplessness, and

ignoring. The strongest correlation was found between moral

disengagement and reinforcement. This finding indicates that the

deactivation of self‐censoring mechanisms might play a particularly

relevant role when adolescents witness hate speech and decide

whether they reinforce hate speech—for example, by laughing about

it or cheering on the person who uses it. The correlation coefficients

with most other subscales were within the same range. However,

there was a strong negative correlation between moral dis-

engagement and comforting the victim, which indicates that moral

disengagement might prevent bystanders from supporting victims of

hate speech. These findings extend our knowledge in a similar

WACHS ET AL. | 9

 10982337, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ab.22105 by U

niversitat B
ern, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/11/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



direction as that of research into the relationship between moral

disengagement and (bias‐based) traditional bullying and cyberbullying

(Killer et al., 2019; Raboteg‐Šaric, 2019; Shen et al., 2022; Thornberg

et al., 2022).

4.3 | Limitations and future directions

Despite the new findings in this study, several limitations need to be

acknowledged. First, some caution is advised when generalizing the

results in this study to adolescents’ responses to hate speech in general

because the MBRHS focused on racist hate speech alone. More research

is needed to distinguish bystander responses to different forms of hate

speech (e.g., homophobic hate speech, antisemitic hate speech) by

considering various correlates (being gay, being Jewish). Such research

might help to understand the complexity of in‐group and out‐group

processes when people decide whether or not to intervene in hate

speech incidents, as well as to identify high‐risk profiles. As well as

considering different target groups separately, the intersection of other

minority groups (e.g., being gay and having an immigrant background)

should also be compared with the results of being part of just one

minority group (e.g., being either gay or having an immigrant background).

Second, this study only included self‐report measures and used a

cross‐sectional design. The exclusive use of self‐reports might

increase the risk of social desirability biases, which could be

addressed with follow‐up research based on peer nominations. The

cross‐sectional study design means that it is impossible to compre-

hend the temporal associations between empathy, moral dis-

engagement, and the MBRHS. Follow‐up longitudinal research could

also help to test further aspects of validity (e.g., predictive validity,

test–retest reliability) of the MBRHS.

Third, this study should be considered a first step in under-

standing adolescent bystander responses toward hate speech.

Follow‐up research should investigate more individual correlates

(e.g., intergroup friendships, intergroup attitudes) and contextual

correlates (e.g., inclusive classroom climate, classroom composition)

that might influence adolescents’ responses to hate speech.

Finally, the scores for the reinforcement subscale did not show good

reliabilities. We thus recommend that this subscale needs to be further

developed. To add to this, the MBRHS does not necessarily cover all

potential bystander responses. Alongside reinforcing, one might consider

including assisting the person who uses hate speech as an additional

response in future research and which could thus represent another

subscale. In its current form, the MBRHS considers the response seeking

help at school. However, adolescents might also seek out support from

parents or institutions outside of school. Therefore, we would also

recommend that this might also be a valuable addition to the MBRHS.

4.4 | Practical implications

Despite these limitations, this study has important practical implica-

tions. First, one very encouraging finding was that adolescents often

used both indirect interventions (i.e., comforting the victim) and direct

interventions (i.e., countering hate speech). These findings indicate

that there is great potential for peer‐to‐peer approaches to educating

adolescents in constructive techniques to deal with hate speech.

Nonetheless, ignoring was also relatively common, suggesting a lack

of skills in responding to hate speech or a lack of feeling responsible

for intervening. Prevention programs should, therefore, aim to equip

adolescents with the skills to stop them from ignoring incidents of

hate speech. Addressing hate speech as a topic in schools might also

increase adolescents’ willingness to seek help at school.

Second, prevention programs for older adolescents should

highlight the need to comfort the victim by raising awareness of the

adverse outcomes of hate speech victimization. In addition, older

adolescents should be informed about the possibilities of seeking help

at school, with the benefits of having someone at school they could

talk to being highlighted to them. At the same time, a particular focus

in prevention programs should be on adolescents with immigrant

background as well as boys because both provided responses that

suggested unfavorable response patterns to hate speech.

Finally, prevention programs should include empathy and moral

engagement training to increase prosocial and decrease antisocial or

passive bystander responses. This concept is supported by research that

showed that empathy training toward refugees was positively associated

with a change in positive out‐group attitudes and helpful behavior toward

refugees among children (Taylor & Glen, 2020). Empathy training is also a

part of the anti‐hate speech prevention program “HateLess. Together

against hatred,” which effectively increases counterspeech directly and

indirectly via empathy toward victims of hate speech (Wachs et al., 2023).
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